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Feelings of personal responsibility are especially relevant to long-term regimens that are not easily monitored, for example, antihypertensive drugs.
Coping and Learning
Effective coping strategies often are described as actions that eliminate, modify, or avoid problem situations (White and Watt, 1981). On reflection, this clearly implies complex learning processes. Earlier in this chapter, basic processes of avoidance learning were mentioned in the context of advances in neuroendocrinology, but human beings draw on the full range of learning capabilities for adaptation.
There is a long tradition of research on learning, including problem solving (Hilgard and Bower, 1975; Estes et al., 1981). A principal direction of the field of psychology since its inception as a science has been to understand basic processes of learning and their application. In recent years, a theory has emerged that emphasizes the social context of human learning (Bandura, 1977a). For example, fundamental elements of conditioning occur in a social context that strongly influences the shaping of behavior through experience. This theory is a balanced synthesis of cognitive psychology and behavior modification—both areas in which much progress has been made. It draws on experimentally verified principles of learning to describe in detail how a set of social and personal competences could develop out of the social conditions within which the learning occurs. It also deals explicitly with application of these principles to problems of health.
Much human learning occurs through observing another person making skilled responses, for example, driving a car in a way that avoids accidents. The sequence of observation/initiation/practice is a major pathway to learning in nonhuman primates such as chimpanzees and is greatly enriched in humans, especially by the use of language. Experiments employing the imitation of a human model by children have confirmed this pattern of learning. So too have systematic, quantitative studies of health-relevant behavior change in adults. The use of learning principles and technologies to help children and adolescents acquire coping skills has emerged in recent years as a promising line of inquiry (Bandura, 1977b).
The potential uses of principles of cognitive problem solving for health-relevant behavior change is of considerable interest in medicine and public health. Therapeutic and preventive procedures often require changes in behavior in order to be effective. The question of patient adherence to treatment and prevention regimens, for example, may be approached from a problem-solving perspective (Benfari et al., 1981). In one study, only about half of the patients on long-term medication regimens were adherentmprove adherence to proven therapeutic or preventive plans.apply it in less structured settings that still provide feedback to the individual r>f imnrm.'^M VrmnA&Ar,^ ^^A ,.l,:ncardial infarction and other serious
